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Abstract: This paper is an attempt to understand how education – especially in relation to 
children’s rights – is implicated in the changing urban. I focus on Delhi, India’s national capital 
and one of its ‘megacities’, and enquire into the implications of the city’s changing trajectory 
for the education of its children. Drawing on urban and educational scholarship on Delhi and 
an exploratory study of a new resettlement colony, I analyze how the transformation of city 
spaces has led to exclusion and privilege in education in complex ways. I argue that the socio-
spatial polarizations that marked the city in the decades post independence created educational 
fault-lines long before the late 1990s – an era associated with the neo-liberal turn in India. 
Further, the urban restructuring that followed during the process of ‘world-class city-making’ 
compounded spatial and educational inequalities. I emphasize the urgency of research that is 
informed by a critical spatial perspective and foregrounds intersections between spatial, social, 
and educational inequalities.  

 

Keywords: Urban education, changing city spaces, urban margins, schooling in Delhi, school 
markets, educational inequalities, spatial and social justice  
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In the era of neo-liberal globalization, education is seen as shaped by the changing city and 

also implicated in it. Studies from the West have pointed to the complicity of education reforms 

in urban restructuring, including gentrification and disinvestment in poor neighbourhoods. 

Closures and rebranding of schools and the privatization and commercialization of education 

have been shown to be integral to making the city conducive to global capital and elite 

lifestyles.2 It is therefore surprising that children and their education are rarely referred to in 

urban studies scholarship in India, and that studies on schooling have not been contextualized 

within the changing landscape of the city, with a few exceptions.3  

This paper is an attempt to understand how education is implicated in the changing 

urban4 especially in relation to children’s rights. I focus on Delhi,5 India’s national capital and 

one of its ‘megacities’.6 In the first decade of this century, Delhi geared itself up to become 

‘world-class’, driven by imaginaries of cities such as London, Paris, and New York. The 

making of Delhi into a world-class city has been flagged by scholars as having led to increasing 

spatial polarization and the sharpening of social inequalities.7 In this paper, I examine the 

implications of Delhi’s changing urban trajectory for the education of the city’s children. The 

paper is mainly based on urban and educational scholarship on Delhi, as well as on relevant 

policy documents. I also briefly discuss the findings of an exploratory study carried out in late 

2019 in Bawana JJ Colony, one of Delhi’s new resettlement sites.8 Here, my objective was to 

                                                            
2 Pauline Lipman, The New Political Economy of Urban Education: Neoliberalism, Race, and the Right to the 
City (New York: Routledge, 2011); Maia Cucchiara, “Re-Branding Urban Schools: Urban Revitalization, Social 
Status and Marketing Public Schools to the Upper Middle Class,” Journal of Education Policy 23, no. 2 (2008); 
Ujju Aggarwal & Edwin Mayorga, “From Forgotten to Fought Over: Neoliberal Restructuring, Public Schools, 
and Urban Space,” S&F Online 13, no. 2 (2016). 
3 For some excellent studies on the changing urban and education in India, see the ‘India’ section in Second 
International Handbook of Urban Education Vol. 1, edited by William T. Pink & George W. Noblit (Switzerland: 
Springer International, 2017), 299-467. See also, Kalyani Menon-Sen & Gautam Bhan, Swept off the Map: 
Surviving Eviction and Resettlement in Delhi (New Delhi: Yoda Press, 2008). 
4 Cities in India are complex socially structured spaces whose landscapes are constantly changing. I use ‘the 
urban’ broadly to refer to such spaces.  
5 Since 1991 Delhi has been officially known as the National Capital Territory of Delhi (NCT), a union territory 
with its own legislative assembly. The NCT had a population of around 16.7 million, according to the 2011 
Census. When I refer to Delhi, I am referring to the NCT. 
6 A megacity is a large metropolis with a population of over 10 million, a node of the global economy, and a driver 
of economic growth in its hinterland. For more, see Manuel Castells, “Why the megacities? Megacities in the new 
world disorder,” The Mega-Cities Project, Publication MCP-018 (1998), 
http://advantronsample2.com/publications_pdf_mcp018intro.pdf. 
7 The impact of world-class city-making on the poor has been seen as especially adverse, as they were 
increasingly relegated to the peripheries of the city in situations of extreme precarity. For more, see Asher D. 
Ghertner, Rule by Aesthetics. World-Class City Making in Delhi (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2015). 
Gautam Bhan, In the Public’s Interest: Evictions, Citizenship and Inequality in Contemporary Delhi 
(Geographies of Justice and Social Transformation) (New Delhi: Orient Longman, 2016); Amita Baviskar, 
“Demolishing Delhi: World-class City in the Making,” Mute 2, no. 3 (2006): 88-95. 
8 The Bawana Colony is officially called Bawana JJ Resettlement Colony. I conducted in-depth interviews with 
a few families who were former residents of the Yamuna Pushta settlement, which was demolished in 2004. I 

about:blank#aggarwal
about:blank#mayorga
about:blank
about:blank


Geetha B. Nambissan The Changing Urban and Education in Delhi 

4 
 

explore how the transformation of city spaces affects the lives of the poor and their children’s 

education.  

I draw on Soja’s ‘critical spatial perspective’, which focuses attention on ‘spatial’ or 

geographical aspects of ‘(in)justice’ and emphasizes that ‘the spatiality of (in)justice… affects 

society and social life just as much as social processes shape the spatiality or specific geography 

of (in)justice’.9 According to him, spatial justice ‘involves the fair and equitable distribution in 

space of socially valued resources and the opportunities to use them’. 10 I see the spatial 

question as crucial in the struggle for the ‘right to the city’ and its resources, including 

education, in which the role of the state and contestations by diverse social groups are 

important.11 I keep in mind that cultural meanings around notions of ‘stigma’ and ‘distinction’ 

are also constitutive of the unequal geographies and identities of the people who inhabit them.12 

I argue that socio-spatial polarizations that marked the city in the decades post independence 

set in place educational fault-lines well before the late 1990s — an era associated with the neo-

liberal turn in India. Further, the urban restructuring that took place during the subsequent 

process of ‘world-class city-making’ compounded spatial and educational inequalities.  

The discussion that follows first maps the changing urban landscape in Delhi’s journey 

to megacity status, highlighting spatial inequalities that were shaped by the state’s 

classificatory regime of settlements (planned or unplanned). I then go on to the making of the 

world-class city, drawing attention to policy shifts, emerging discourses, and the increasingly 

segregated urban. After that, I discuss the interface between the changing urban and education 

through the lens of privilege and exclusion, before finally engaging with the findings of the 

study in the Bawana resettlement colony to provide a glimpse of how the poor on the urban 

margins negotiate schooling for their children. 

Becoming ‘mega’: Mapping the changing urban in Delhi 

Until the late 1960s, the policies of the post-independence Indian state were framed by a vision 

of socialist development that foregrounded the welfare of the poor and historically 

                                                            
also engaged in group discussions with young students from the settlement. These are discussed later in the 
paper. 
9 Edward W. Soja, Seeking Spatial Justice (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2010).  
10 Edward W. Soja, “The City and Spatial Justice,” 1-5, (2009). https://www.jssj.org/wp-
content/uploads/2012/12/JSSJ1-1en4.pdf.  
11 David Harvey, Right to the City, 2008. https://davidharvey.org/media/righttothecity.pdf 
12 Loic Wacquant, “Revisiting Territories of Relegation: Class, Ethnicity and State in the Making of Advanced 
Marginality,” Urban Studies 53, no. 6 (2016): 1077–1088; Erving Goffman, Stigma: Notes on the Management 
of Spoiled Identity (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1964). 

https://www.jssj.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/12/JSSJ1-1en4.pdf
https://www.jssj.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/12/JSSJ1-1en4.pdf
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disadvantaged groups. The first Delhi Master Plan (1962) was informed by the intention to 

build an ‘egalitarian and integrated’ society. It stated that ‘It is of the utmost importance that 

physical plans should avoid stratification on income or occupational basis’, and that ‘The 

squatters in bastis are to be relocated in various parts of the urban area so that they are 

integrated into the neighbourhood community’.13 Schools were envisioned spatially in relation 

to local ‘housing clusters’, referring to the neighbourhood community: ‘The housing cluster is 

built around the nursery school… The primary school, the high school, the community centre, 

and the district centre, are the order of the functional tiers around which the community 

structure is built up’.14 

In reality, the planning process in the decades post independence was restricted to a 

relatively small area and covered only a fraction of the city’s residents. Thus by 2001, when 

Delhi’s population reached around 14 million (a sign of its megacity status), only 23.7 per cent 

of the population lived in areas that were earmarked for residential use under the plan. Only 

these areas were considered ‘planned’ and colonies within them were ‘authorized’ or legal. The 

rest resided mainly in colonies or settlements that were in unplanned areas and hence deemed 

‘unauthorized’ by the state.15 Table 1 presents the eight different types of settlements in Delhi 

according to the state’s classificatory schema. It shows the estimated population in each 

category of settlement, their legal status, and the rights of citizens to state-provided services.  

Only planned settlements were ‘authorized’ and officially entitled to adequate 

infrastructure and a range of services provided by the state. Unplanned, unauthorized areas that 

included ‘jhuggi-jhompri clusters’ (slums) and ‘unauthorized colonies’ (UCs) were considered 

illegal and did not have access to basic services.16 This led to citizens of Delhi having unequal 

rights depending on where they lived.17 For instance, only planned settlements and regularized 

UCs had access even to basic services, such as individual water supply (see Table 1). The 

exclusionary implications of this official classification of settlements are plain to see. It led to 

‘differentiated citizenship’ based on spatial location and the institutionalization of unjust 

                                                            
13 Delhi Development Authority, The Master Plan for Delhi, (1962): ii. 
14 Ibid, 7.  
15 Only those settlements built within the ‘development area’ delineated under the Master Plan were authorized 
or legal. Thus, Gautam Bhan notes that an ‘Unauthorised Colony . . . is precisely one that is built on land not 
included in the development area in the Plan or one built on land within the developmental area but not zoned 
for residential use.’ Bhan, “In the Public’s Interest”, 60. 
16 The villages within the city became what are called ‘urban villages’. Residential spaces were retained in these 
settlements and there was official exemption from building norms. Landowners built vertically on every 
available space and provided relatively cheap housing for low-income families. 
17 Patrick Heller, “The Exclusion Field: Politics, Institutions and Inequality in an Indian city,” 2015, 12 
http://citiesofdelhi.cprindia.org/. 
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geographies well before the 1990s, when state policies of liberalization and privatization 

began.18 

 
Table 1: Type of Settlement, Population, and Legal Status — Delhi, 2002 

Type of settlement  Estimated 
population in 
2000 (in 
lakhs) 

Percentage 
of 
population 

Legality*  Citizenship 
Rights 
(Individual 
water supply)* 

Jhuggi-jhompri 
clusters 

20.72 14.8 Illegal and unplanned No right 

Slum designated 
areas 

26.64 19.1 Legal but unplanned Right, but 
restricted for 
technical reasons 

Unauthorized 
colonies  

7.4 5.3 Illegal and unplanned 
but secure 

No right 

JJ resettlement 
colonies 

17.76 12.7 Legal, planned, and 
informalized 

Right not 
delivered 

Rural villages 7.4 5.3 Zone of exception*** Exempt 

Regularized 
colonies**  

17.76 12.7 Legal but unplanned Good 

Urban villages 8.88 6.4 Zone of exception*** Good 

Planned colonies 33.08 23.7 Legal and planned Good  

Total  139.64 100   

Source: Planning Department. Government of Delhi (2002) Economic Survey of Delhi 2001-2002. Reproduced 
by Menon-Sen and Bhan (2008: 4). 
* Source: Columns 4 and 5 are from Heller (2015: 37).  
** These are unauthorized colonies that have been regularized. 
*** These settlements are ‘exempt from planning requirements’ (Heller, 2015: 13). 

 

I have mapped the socio-spatial inequalities in relation to some of the main settlements 

in the city as these have implications for the education of children, as will be discussed later. 

The planned core of Delhi represented the post-colonial city and national capital of India, which 

by the 1980s boasted stately buildings, offices, and residential complexes; impressive 

monuments; shopping areas (the malls came much later); and a new international airport. 

Opportunities in public administration, the professions, educational institutions, trade, 

                                                            
18 Ibid. This is also what Soja calls ‘spatial injustice’; see Soja, “Seeking Spatial Justice”, 5. 
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business, and construction attracted migrants of all social classes who found housing in a range 

of settlements.  

Planned colonies included those constructed for officers and staff employed in the 

government and related services; private houses and flats; and housing built by the Delhi 

Development Authority (DDA) for different income groups. DDA housing fell far short of 

what was required by the rapidly growing population in the city and was ‘skewed dramatically 

in favour of the middle class’. 19  Only a fraction of the housing needs of the expanding 

population was met. As a result, the bulk of migrant poor and lower income families were 

forced to live in illegal jhuggi-jhompri clusters (bastis or squatter settlements) and 

unauthorized colonies on the peripheries of the planned city.20  

The majority of migrants in Delhi have been the rural poor from neighbouring states 

such as Uttar Pradesh, Rajasthan, and Bihar. The demand for labour to build the physical 

structures of the city and to serve the middle classes brought the poor to the capital, where they 

settled down in makeshift hutments. There seemed no urgency for the state to provide 

reasonable dwellings for migrants who moved in with other families in squatter settlements or 

built new dwellings near sites where there was a demand for their labour. Parents I interviewed 

in the Bawana resettlement recalled that their fathers and grandfathers had come to the city as 

artisans and labourers in the 1970s and 1980s in a bid to escape the poverty in their villages of 

origin. They moved in with relatives and extended kin, relocating from basti to basti in search 

of work. As bastis were unauthorized, their residents were denied regular infrastructure and 

services and seen as illegal squatters on public land. Over the years, these dwellers were able 

to obtain a few services for their settlements via a range of methods, such as petitioning local 

political representatives and organizing protests with the help of civil society groups. But these 

services were grossly inadequate and living conditions remained abysmal.  

One of the largest clusters of bastis developed on the banks of the Yamuna River and 

came to be called the Yamuna Pushta (or simply Pushta). Many migrant families who settled 

in the Pushta had come to Delhi in the early 1980s, when labour was needed for construction 

related to the 1982 Asian Games. By 2004, over three decades later, around 30,000 families 

resided in the Pushta, many of whom had built small homes and were engaged in a range of 

                                                            
19 Heller notes that ‘during the 1960s, the “high-income group” (HIG) secured 50% of the new stock (housing) 
while the percentage going to the “low-income group” fell from 55% to 1.9% of the total stock’. Abhijit Datta 
and Gangadhar Jha, “Delhi: Two Decades of Plan Implementation,” Habitat International, 7 (1) (1983), 37-45, 
cited in Heller, “The Exclusion Field”, 10. 
20 The squatter settlements of the poor are usually called ‘slums’ or jhuggi-jhompris. Both have derogatory 
connotations of being unsanitary and unsafe spaces attached to them. Like Bhan, I prefer to use the term ‘basti’ 
for informal settlements of the poor. Bhan, “In the Public’s Interest”, 40-41. 
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economic activities. 21  Typical occupations included construction and other daily wage 

workers, municipal sweepers, domestic workers, and small and petty entrepreneurs. Children 

were sent to school as well. Between 2004 and 2007, Yamuna Pushta was one of the many 

bastis that were suddenly demolished as the state sought to beautify the capital. 

Slum clearance and demolitions have been integral to the development of the megacity, 

as jhuggis were viewed as eyesores from an early stage. The first major slum clearance was 

during the Emergency in 1976, when many poor settlements were demolished in Delhi.22 Early 

policy regarding the resettlement of those whose homes were demolished appeared to be 

concerned with the living conditions of the poor. Displaced families had to be given plots of 

land of a minimum size, along with basic services. But these provisions were rarely made fully 

available to resettlement colonies (see Table 1). Electoral politics and political patronage 

played a role in preventing the eviction of some settlements and enabling their regularization. 

What is important, however—and this needs to be emphasized—is that there was a larger 

policy space and legal and civil society concern for the poor, along with a general revulsion 

against forcible evictions, until at least the 1980s. Further, despite constant fears of eviction 

and displacement, the majority of bastis remained within the planned cityscape until around 

end of the last century.23 

The peripheries of the city shifted rapidly over the decades post independence as the 

state acquired land for ‘public purpose’, engulfing village land and commons within the 

expanding urban landscape.24 A large number of families in rural Delhi lost their land and 

livelihoods as they made way for urban infrastructure and facilities including the new airport, 

office and residential complexes, and educational institutions. From the late 1940s, private real 

estate dealers were active in purchasing land from farmers at low rates and developing them 

                                                            
21 It is not clear exactly how many families actually lived in the Pushta in 2004. Menon-Sen and Bhan give the 
figure of 30,000 families. They also cite Hazard Centre estimates that 27,000 families (135,000 people) were 
evicted from the Pushta that year. Hazard Centre, The Yamuna Pushta Evictions. What Happened to those who 
were not Assigned Plots, 2004, cited in Menon-Sen & Gautam Bhan, “Swept off the Map”, 12.  
22 Emma Tarlo, “Welcome to History: A Resettlement Colony in the Making.” In Delhi: Urban Space and 
Human Destinies, edited by Emma Tarlo, Veronique Dupont and Denis Vidal (New Delhi: Manohar, 2000), 51-
74. 
23 For a visual representation of squatter settlements and resettlement colonies in Delhi in 1990 and 2007, see 
Veronique Dupont, “Slum Demolitions in Delhi since the 1990s: An Appraisal,” Economic and Political Weekly 
43 (28) (2008): 80-82. According to HLRN, relocated families in Savda Ghevra, a large resettlement colony 
established in 2006, came from twenty different bastis across Delhi where they had lived for over two decades 
until their jhuggis were demolished that year. See HLRN, Forced to the Fringes: Disasters of ‘Resettlement’ in 
India. Housing and Land Rights Network (New Delhi: 2014). 
https://www.hlrn.org.in/documents/Forced_to_the_Fringes_(combined).pdf, 8. 
24 This was done under the coercive colonial Land Acquisition Act, 1894; see 
http://megrevenuedm.gov.in/acts/land-aquisition-act-1894.pdf. 

https://www.hlrn.org.in/documents/Forced_to_the_Fringes_(combined).pdf
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into plots for sale.25 Relatively meagre compensation was given to those who owned these 

lands and none to those who worked on them. The latter resided in makeshift bastis on the 

peripheries of the city alongside migrant workers.  

Delhi’s urbanizing peripheries were also sites of another category of settlement: 

unauthorized colonies (UCs). UCs were largely created out of former village lands that were 

illegally sold as plots to lower income families who found it cheaper to build their homes on 

the fringes of the city. This was affordable land, and tenants also found rents relatively cheaper 

in urbanizing villages and the unauthorized colonies that developed around them. For instance, 

Hastsal in West Delhi moved from being a small village to an ‘agglomeration of several 

unauthorized colonies’ by the 1980s, as it had become a site of cheap housing built on illegally 

sold agricultural land.26 Though house owners had legal title to land, these settlements were 

unauthorized colonies under Delhi’s official classificatory settlement schema. By the early 

1990s, there were as at least 2,308 UCs, of which fewer than 30 per cent (669) had been 

regularized.27  

 The largest UC is Sangam Vihar, located towards Delhi’s southern border. The origins 

of the colony date back to the 1970s and by 2001, it had expanded to cover an area of nearly 

five square kilometres and was home to around four lakh people.28 Residents (both house 

owners and an increasing number of tenants) were largely from the lower middle and working 

classes and engaged mainly in small business and ‘private service’ occupations, including 

artisans, guards, drivers, and domestic help.29 Basic services were privatized in the colony.30 

Later in this paper, I will show that classifying a settlement as a UC influences the schooling 

opportunities available to children living in these spaces.  

                                                            
25 Anita Soni, “Urban Conquest of Outer Delhi: Beneficiaries, Intermediaries and Victims: The Case of the 
Mehrauli Countryside.” In Delhi: Urban Space and Human Destinies, eds. Veronique Dupont, Emma Tarlo & 
Denis Vidal (New Delhi: Manohar, 2000), 75-94; Sanjay Srivastava, Entangled Urbanism: Slum, Gated 
Community and Shopping Mall in Delhi and Gurgaon (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2015).  
26 Ritika Chawla, “An Unauthorized West Delhi Colony and its 100 Private Schools,” Outlook India, 24 July 
2017.https://www.outlookindia.com/website/story/an-unauthorised-west-delhi-colony-and-its-100-private-
schools/299727. 
27 Bhan, “In the Public’s Interest”, 63-65. 
28 Trond Vedeld & Abhay Siddham, “Livelihoods and Collective Action among Slum Dwellers in a Mega-City,” 
(New Delhi, 2002), 1-20, http://dlc.dlib.indiana.edu/dlc/handle/10535/1380. 
29 Ibid. 
30 See Manisha Priyam, “Pipe Dreams,” Seminar 663 (2014), 23-27. Political patronage is critical to legalize 
UCs and electoral politics provides space for this. Sangam Vihar residents have organized themselves and have 
been mobilizing resources (rent-seeking is common), including petitioning the local member of the legislative 
assembly to get the colony regularized and obtain access to basic services. 

about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
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There are also elite unplanned colonies that are officially categorized as ‘unauthorized 

colonies inhabited by affluent sections of society’.31 Sainik Farms in South Delhi is one of the 

best-known of such colonies, having developed in the late 1960s as a co-operative society of 

defence staff and their families and consisting of independent houses with gardens. It is still 

not a regularized colony. Water and electricity are privatized and there are allegations of power 

theft by its residents (a complaint usually made against basti dwellers in the city). Thus as Roy 

points out, ‘informality once associated with poor squatter settlements is now seen as a 

generalized mode of metropolitan urbanisation’.32  

The building of the capital city and the extension of its urban frontier is a story of the 

colonization and destruction of village lands and commons that is not well-known.33 It is also 

a narrative of a state that has failed to plan for the majority of its residents to live within a 

semblance of the modern urban. Lower income and poor migrants who came to Delhi seeking 

opportunities for a better life have been forced to make its margins their home due to a lack of 

affordable housing or reasonable rental opportunities. They have had to live in unauthorized 

spaces and turn to the market for basic services. Workers who have played a key role in building 

the planned city live in appalling conditions under constant fear of eviction. 

In contrast, thanks to the resources they command, the upper and middle classes have 

had access to spaces within both the planned urban and in elite unauthorized areas where they 

could maintain increasingly exclusive and privileged lifestyles. At the same time, the basic 

services and minimum living conditions that should have been provided by the state were 

denied to the overwhelming majority of urban citizens in Delhi. The classificatory regime of 

settlements was spatially unjust and compounded exclusion and privilege.  

Thus, by the turn of the century, the megacity was already marked by strikingly visible 

spatial and social inequalities. The twenty-first century has seen a distinct change in the city. 

On the one hand, Delhi witnessed an aesthetic turn as the capital city geared itself up to become 

‘world-class’, and on the other, the differentiation of populations based on the classificatory 

regime of settlements discussed earlier has been further shaped by neo-liberal urban reforms 

and by discourses and practices around ‘illegal settlements’ and ‘encroachers’ as distinct from 

citizens. This has led to new practices of exclusion and privilege. 

                                                            
31 See National Capital Territory of Delhi (Recognition of Property Rights of Residents in Unauthorised 
Colonies) Regulations, 2019 Published vide Notification No. G.S.R. 814(E), 29 October 2019. 
 http://www.bareactslive.com/Del/dl190.htm, accessed on 12 September 2020. 
32 Ananya Roy, “Urban Informality: Toward an Epistemology of Planning,” Journal of the American Planning 
Association 71:2 (2005): 147. 
33 See Soni, “Urban Conquest of Outer Delhi”. 

http://www.bareactslive.com/Del/dl190.htm
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From mega to ‘world-class’ city: Citizens and ‘encroachers’ 

Delhi began to seek its place as a ‘world-class’ city by early 2000. As has been discussed by 

many scholars, these aspirations can be seen in the coming together of the state (administrators 

and policy makers), the middle classes, and the elite in relation to discourses and practices 

around ‘making’ Delhi ‘world-class’.34 The makeover of the city was deemed urgent, as Delhi 

was to host the prestigious Commonwealth Games in 2010. This meant that the capital had to 

be showcased. Jhuggis were to be cleared and malls, parks, and walkways were to be laid out 

in the image of Western cities. 

In early 2004, the government had announced that ‘a100-acre strip of land on the banks 

of the Yamuna’ would be developed ‘into a riverside promenade which would be marketed as 

a major tourist attraction’.35 This was the site of the Yamuna Pushta bastis referred to earlier. 

The remaking of Delhi was embedded in discourses around a ‘world-class aesthetic’ and what 

‘looked’ planned—even if it flouted official guidelines, as in the case of the Vasant Kunj malls 

in South Delhi that violated Delhi’s Master Plan.36 The DDA argued ‘that the visual appearance 

of the future mall was in itself enough to confirm the project’s planned-ness’.37 

Though the aesthetics of what looked appropriate for a ‘world-class city’ appeared to 

dominate policy discourses and institutional practices, a regime of neo-liberal urban reforms 

was underway. Changes in policy and legislation to facilitate urban restructuring were 

indicative of ‘a concerted and multi-scalar attempt at corporate takeover of Indian cities’.38 For 

instance, urban local bodies starved of resources were forced to look to the private sector for 

funding. The shift was written into the Jawaharlal Nehru National Urban Renewal Mission 

(JNNURM) initiated in 2005, which presented the private sector as a key actor in the reform 

process. 39  Batra goes on to observe that ‘While there is a section of citizens sensing an 

opportunity for upward mobility in this takeover, for a much larger number of urban residents 

this could only mean dispossession of their belongings earned through decades of hard work 

                                                            
34 Lalit Batra, “Deconstructing the ‘World-Class City,” Seminar 516 (2008): 1-6; Bhan, “In the Public’s Interest”. 
35 Menon-Sen & Bhan, “Swept off the Map”, 1. 
36 See Ghertner, ‘Rule by Aesthetics”, 2-3. 
37 Ibid. On the other hand, a “jhuggi colony’ in the vicinity of the proposed malls, where residents had lived for 
generations and which ‘conformed with the land use designation of the Master Plan was declared unplanned and 
illegal for being a nuisance to the upscale neighbourhoods nearby”. See Ghertner, “Rule by Aesthetics”, 2. The 
settlement was demolished and malls approved without initiating the necessary formal processes. Both cases 
were given legal approval on the basis of what ‘looked’ planned or unplanned. 
38 Batra, “Deconstructing the World-Class City”, 80. 
39 Ibid, 78. 
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and physical as well as notional eviction from the city’.40 Between 1990 and 2007, around 

96,460 households in Delhi had their dwellings demolished under ‘slum clearance schemes’. 

Of these, as many as 45,000 (almost 50 per cent) had their homes demolished in just the three 

years between 2004 and 2007.41  

Middle-class Resident Welfare Associations (RWAs) in the national capital were key 

players in the changing urban post-2000. The hitherto dormant RWAs reorganized themselves 

to demand services as taxpaying citizens. In the reconstruction of discourses around urban 

citizenship, these associations played an active role. The poor (‘slum’ dwellers and hawkers) 

were projected as non-tax-paying populations and encroachers who were freeloading illegally 

on the resources of the city.42 RWAs filed complaints and public interest litigations (PILs) in 

court demanding the removal of bastis in the vicinity of their increasingly bounded colonies.43  

In contrast to rights-seeking middle class citizens, poor basti dwellers were dismissed 

as ‘encroachers’ on the public land on which they resided. This was reflected in the language 

of the courts as well. For instance, the Supreme Court observed in 2000 that ‘rewarding an 

encroacher on public land with an alternative free site is like giving a reward to a pickpocket 

for stealing’.44 In the case of the Yamuna Pushta discussed below, the court’s ruling in favour 

of demolishing the bastis in 2004 emphasized that the river bed had been ‘encroached by 

unscrupulous persons with the connivance of authorities’. Further, that ‘encroachers on public 

land’ were not entitled to alternative sites.45  

Those who predominantly resided in settlements that were officially classified as 

Jhuggi Jhompri clusters (illegal slums) mainly belonged to social groups such as Dalits 

(Scheduled Castes), adivasis (Scheduled Tribes), and minorities (Muslims). In addition to their 

                                                            
40 Batra adds, ‘For the city as a whole this would mean a plunder of its resources by a tiny minority and 
banishment of its most productive residents to the periphery,’ see Batra, “Deconstructing the World-Class City”, 
80-81. 
41 Bhan, ‘This is no longer the city I once knew’. Evictions, the urban poor and the right to the city in millennial 
Delhi,’ Environment and Urbanization 21.1 (2009): 59. Given the large-scale demolition of homes of the poor, it 
is significant that only a miniscule proportion of DDA housing was for lower income groups. Heller says that of 
‘the 33,052 houses completed between 2004-2013 (a paltry number in itself) less than 10% were for the 
‘economically weaker sections’. See, Heller, “The Exclusion Field: Politics, Institutions and Inequality in an 
Indian City”, 10-11. 
42 See Ghertner, “Rule by Aesthetics”. 
43 The power and reach of the RWAs can be seen in their active involvement in the high-profile and much 
publicised ‘Bhagidari’, the flagship scheme of the Chief Minister of Delhi launched in 2003. The scheme made 
space for the RWAs to participate in urban governance and they came forward to mobilize residents and place 
their demands for adequate infrastructure and facilities, secure neighbourhoods and removal of bastis. As many 
as 2,700 RWAs in middle class colonies were included in the Bhagidari scheme, but there was no space in it for 
the poor or their representatives. For more, see Ghertner, “Rule by Aesthetics”. 
44 Orders dated 15 February 2000, Amrita Patel, cited in Bhan, “In the Public’s Interest”, 114, 144; emphasis my 
own. 
45 Cited in Ibid, 3.  
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rights as citizens, these were communities that that were also entitled to protection and special 

benefits under the Constitution of India. However, the labelling of ‘slum’ dwellers as 

‘encroachers’, led to the glossing over of the Constitutional entitlements and economic 

vulnerability of those who lived in these settlements, and thrusting upon them the larger 

identities of illegal residents and non-citizens.46  

This could be seen in the Yamuna Pushta. Those who lived in the Pushta were 

predominantly Muslims, though there were families who belonged to Scheduled Castes as well. 

The demolition of the settlements, ostensibly to make way for a promenade, was carried out 

between February and April 2004. Though efforts were made by local residents and civil 

society organizations to obtain a judicial stay on the demolitions, they failed. 47 The official 

reason for refusal of the stay was the illegal occupation of public land and the alleged pollution 

of the Yamuna.  

Religious fault-lines were also exploited. Rumours circulated that Muslims in the 

Pushta were ‘illegal migrants from Bangladesh’ and ‘beggars and petty criminals.48 In fact, 

most families had lived in the Pushta for more than two or three generations. The dynamic 

community living within the Pushta and engaged in a range of gainful occupations necessary 

for city life was also ignored. Over the years, the community had built the Pushta on their own 

and also introduced a range of services (electricity, schools, and drainage) to the site by 

mobilizing and petitioning the authorities.49 Only a fraction of the residents of the demolished 

settlements were reported to have the necessary documents which made them eligible for 

resettlement.  

In the case of Yamuna Pushta, Hazard Centre estimates that only around 6,000 of the 

evicted families were resettled. ‘The rest – over one lakh of people – were left to fend for 

themselves’.50 The relocation site for the eligible Pushta residents was forty kilometres away, 

near Bawana village on Delhi’s northern border. Eligible evictees were given tiny plots of land 

after making a down payment for them.51 The spatial isolation of the resettlement area and the 

                                                            
46 Bhan, “In the Public’s Interest”. This in a sense is what Wacquant calls the processes of symbolic 
stigmatizing of populations in relation to spatial location. See, Wacquant, “Revisiting territories of relegation”.  
47 Bhan, “In the Public’s Interest”. 
48 Menon-Sen & Bhan, “Swept off the Map”, 3. 
49 Ibid. 
50 Hazards Centre, ‘The Yamuna Pushta Evictions,’ cited in Menon-Sen & Bhan, “Swept off the Map”, 12.  
51 From a norm of 80 square metres allotted to each family in resettlement sites under the 1962 Delhi Master 
Plan, after 2000, eligible families were allowed only 18 or 12.5 square metres depending on whether they had 
proof of residence prior to 1990 or 1998 respectively. See Menon-Sen & Bhan, “Swept off the Map”, 36.  
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harsh physical conditions under which the displaced families were expected to rebuild their 

homes from scratch have been documented vividly by Menon-Sen and Bhan.52  

Resettlements are planned settlements under the official classificatory schema and 

hence entitled to basic services. However, in both Bawana and the Savda Ghevra resettlement 

located on Delhi’s western periphery, evicted families who were allotted small plots had to 

build their homes without adequate infrastructure and facilities.53 Residents were denied their 

right to basic services that the state was obliged to provide to all citizens in authorized colonies. 

The lack of access to stable livelihoods in the vicinity and the distance from their former work 

sites made families economically fragile. Community networks and support systems built over 

the decades were also unavailable to families, as plots were allocated by lottery. This 

compounded the lack of security and safety in both sites. Women, and especially young girls, 

were extremely vulnerable, including to sexual abuse.54 In other words, evicted families were 

left completely on their own.  

Around thirty to fifty kilometres away from the centre of Delhi and part of the National 

Capital Region (NCR)55 is the rapidly expanding new city of Gurgaon (renamed Gurugram), 

also referred to as the Millennium City. Any comparison between the Bawana and Savda 

Ghevra resettlement colonies and new, modern Gurgaon may look incongruous. However, they 

represent two faces of the changing urban. Gurgaon is the quintessential image of the neo-

liberal urban, built upon the land and livelihoods of those who formerly lived there and are 

now forgotten. Resettlement colonies are where populations are relegated that have no place in 

the new urban, which has pushed them out.  

Gurgaon has a business district boasting unmistakable architecture, malls, hotels, golf 

courses, and condominiums and gated communities for its residents. These are closed 

communities whose distinctive lifestyle and ambience are unmistakably that of the global elite, 

but are mediated by selective signs of culture that retain a sense of ‘Indian-ness’.56 It is also 

ironic that protests against the decline of forest cover in the Aravali Range are forgetful of the 

way in which hillsides and village commons were ravaged to build Gurgaon.57 As will be 

                                                            
52 Ibid. 
53 HLRN, Forced to the Fringes: Disasters of ‘Resettlement’ in India. Housing and Land Rights Network (New 
Delhi: 2014). https://www.hlrn.org.in/documents/Forced_to_the_Fringes_Complete.pdf. 
54 Kalyani-Menon-Sen, “Better to Have Died than to Live like This: Women and Evictions in Delhi,” Economic 
and Political Weekly Vol. 41, no. 20 (2006): 1969-1974.  
55 The National Capital Region (NCR) includes the National Capital Territory of Delhi and the neighbouring 
cities of Gurgaon, Ghaziabad, Faridabad, and Noida.  
56 Srivastava, “Entangled Urbanisms”. 
57 Neelam Ahluwalia, “Aravalli Bachao – A War Cry of 300 Citizens to Save the Forest,” The Quint, 26 February 
2019. https://www.thequint.com/my-report/save-aravali-citizen-protest-haryana-gurugram-plpa. 

https://www.hlrn.org.in/documents/Forced_to_the_Fringes_Complete.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ghaziabad
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Faridabad
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Noida
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shown, large areas of village land have been appropriated to build schools where children in 

and around Gurgaon are given a ‘world-class’ education. 

In all the sites discussed, whether affluent or poor, families are likely to be concerned 

with their children’s futures, and hence their education. In the section that follows, I discuss 

how Delhi’s journey towards becoming a ‘world-class’ city has critical implications for 

education, while keeping in mind the backdrop of the changing urban landscape. 

Education, privilege, and exclusion 

Delhi has a deeply segregated and stratified school system. There is a divide between 

government schools and those that are privately funded and managed. There are also 

inequalities in both sectors in terms of facilities and the quality of education on offer. In 2019, 

there were 5703 schools in Delhi of which 49 per cent (2784) were publicly funded government 

schools.58 As many as 60 per cent of government schools (1675) offered only primary level 

classes (grades) while barely 18 per cent (505) provided all levels of school education. Primary 

schools are run by the Municipal Corporation of Delhi. Middle, secondary and senior secondary 

schooling is provided by the Department of Education (Delhi government) which ran 1022 

schools.59 There were also 2666 private unaided recognized (legal) schools. Since 2000, there 

has been a rapid growth in unrecognized private schools in Delhi, which are yet to be included 

in official statistics. These are also called low-cost, low-fee, or ’budget’ private schools. Bose 

et al. estimate that the size of the low-cost sector in Delhi ‘accounts for nearly half of the share 

of the overall children attending private schools at the elementary stage’.60 

Spatial location, intersecting with social class, has influenced access to school 

education for Delhi’s children from the early decades post independence. For the upper and 

middle classes, private schools (called ‘public schools’ in India) have long offered exclusive 

English-medium education, which has been a signature of the elite since colonial times. 

Waldrop’s study shows that ‘upper-caste, upper middle-class professional Punjabis’ access the 

most prestigious private schools in the national capital for their children.61 These classes live 

                                                            
58 Statistics for 2019 (2018-19) are from http://dashboard.udiseplus.gov.in/#!/StatesProfile. There is no 
information given for unrecognized (illegal) private schools. 
59 The Delhi State-run Sarvodaya Vidyalayas are composite schools that provide all levels of school education. 
60  Sukanya Bose, Priyanka Ghosh, and Arvind Sardana, “Exit at the Bottom of the Pyramid: Empirical 
Explorations in the Context of Elementary Schooling in Delhi,” NIPFP Working Paper Series No. 306 (2020), 1. 
https://www.nipfp.org.in/media/medialibrary/2020/05/WP_306_2020.pdf 
61 Anne Waldrop, “The Meaning of the Old School-Tie: Private Schools, Admission Procedures and Class 
Segmentation in New Delhi,” In Education and Democracy in India, edited by Anne Vaugier-Chatterjee (New 
Delhi: Manohar and Centre De Sciences Humaines, 2004), 203-228. 
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in planned settlements, elite unauthorized colonies, and exclusive gated communities. It is not 

surprising that the oldest and most sought-after private schools and their subsidiary branches 

are located in up-market, planned areas: Mathura Road (Delhi Public School, established in 

1947), Barakhamba Road (Modern School, established in 1916), Lodhi Colony (Sardar Patel 

Vidyalaya, established in 1958), Pusa Road (Springdales School, established in 1958), and so 

on.  

From the 1960s, prime land in Delhi was granted at ‘concessional rates’ for the setting 

up of private schools.62 What remained a well-kept secret until the turn of the last century is 

that schools that received public lands almost free of charge were mandated to keep aside a 

proportion of their seats (places) for children from economically weaker sections. According 

to Juneja, ‘cheap land was given by contractual agreement to private schools in lieu of free 

enrolment to the poor to the tune of 25 per cent of their enrolled strength’.63 However, nothing 

was heard about the implementation of the 25 per cent clause until a PIL filed in the Supreme 

Court of India in 2004 revealed that private schools (which included some of the most sought-

after and exclusive schools in Delhi) had failed to adhere to the obligations imposed on them 

in return for their land, and that the state had failed to monitor compliance. Private schools 

hence remained exclusively for the middle classes and elite until the PIL raised the matter.  

Subsequently, the Right to Education Act (RtE) of 2009 brought in a clause whereby 

recognized private schools were obliged to set aside 25 per cent of their seats for children from 

‘economically weaker sections’ and socially disadvantaged groups.64 However, the inclusion 

of ‘distance’ between the school and the child’s home as a criterion for school admissions in 

Delhi favours families living in the planned areas where reputable private institutions are 

located.65 

Schools managed by the Municipal Corporation of Delhi (MCD) and the Directorate of 

Education (DoE) were established for the children of the general public in the city. From the 

1950s, public funds were also used to establish special schools for children of members of the 

armed forces and transferable government employees. Called ‘public’ schools, they were 

established through registered education societies in prime locations in Delhi and other cities. 

For instance, the Air Force Public School was established in 1955 on Lodhi Road and the Naval 

                                                            
62 Nalini Juneja, “Exclusive schools in Delhi: Their land and the Law,” Economic & Political Weekly 40, 33 
(2005): 3685. 
63 Ibid, 3687.  
64 Right of Children to Free and Compulsory Education Act, 2009, http://www.mhrd.gov.in/rte. 
65 Shradha Chettri, “Distance, siblings rules get priority in Delhi nursery admissions,” The Hindustan Times, 23 
January, 2017. https://www.hindustantimes.com/delhi/distance-siblings-rules-get-priority-in-delhi-nursery-
admissions/story-sEP7jez2U3OGyMN0GXuK7N.html. 
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Public School (now called the Navy Children School) in the affluent Chanakyapuri area in 

1965. These are also areas where early housing colonies for senior government officers are 

located. The Sanskriti School was also established in Chanakyapuri in 1998, and gives 

preference to children of government officers. 66 Thus, exclusive, publicly funded schools 

located within the planned city and in the vicinity of government and private colonies privilege 

residents of these affluent spaces.  

By the 1990s, the quality of state-run schools—especially those at the primary stage—

came in for criticism because of the poor quality of their infrastructure, teaching, and learning. 

The shift of children from better-off families to private, unaided, recognized (PUR) schools 

was also visible by this time, and the state initiated efforts to stem the abandonment of 

government schools by the middle and lower middle classes.  

In 1997, the Delhi government established the Rajkiya Pratibha Vikas Vidyalayas 

(RPVVs). A 1996 Delhi State cabinet meeting notes that this decision was taken ‘in order to 

have a least some government schools to begin with, having standards comparable to those 

available in the so-called public schools’.67 A small number of DoE schools were identified 

and upgraded to RPVVs. These then became English-medium schools that admitted children 

supposedly on the basis of meritocratic selection after class V (and XI). The RPVVs received 

extra funds, facilities, and good teachers, and are among the best-performing and most sought-

after government schools in Delhi today. There are twenty-four RPVVs in Delhi, located 

mainly in planned areas of the city. The publicly-funded school system thus became 

increasingly stratified, with spatial location conferring an advantage in access. 

High-quality government schools are aspired to by lower-income families living in the 

suburbs and outlying areas of Delhi. However, such schools are absent even from the planned 

colonies established there by the DDA.68 The ‘bussing’ of children across the city to good 

schools is hence big business in the city, and it is common knowledge that there is little regard 

for safety norms. In 1997, an overcrowded school bus fell into the Yamuna River, killing at 

least 30 children.69 The bus was ferrying children from lower middle-class families living in 

colonies on the outskirts of Delhi (Bhajanpura, Gokalpuri, Yamuna Vihar) to a sought-after 

government-run Sarvodaya Vidyalaya located around fifteen kilometres away in a prime 

                                                            
66 The Kendriya Vidyalayas (KV) were an all-India chain of schools which was first established in the mid 
1970s for children of central government employees and members of the armed forces. These schools are also 
located in planned areas in Delhi.  
67 Cited in Nalini Juneja, “Education in Urban Areas,” In Routledge Handbook of Education in India: Debates, 
Practices, and Policies, edited by Krishna Kumar (New Delhi: Routledge, 2017), 31.  
68 Amar Farooqui, “How the City Devours its Children,” Economic & Political Weekly 33 (7) (1998): 328-330.  
69 Ibid, 328. 
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location near the old Secretariat of the Delhi Administration. Discussing the disaster, Amar 

Farooqui notes that ‘for the less privileged, studying in Sarvodaya Vidyalayas presents a great 

opportunity’. Thus, ‘denied the right to a good state-run neighbourhood school’, children were 

travelling thirty to fifty kilometres both ways in order to study at what were seen as high-quality 

government schools.70  

Though bastis were illegal, they were, as mentioned, located largely within planned 

areas of the national capital until the 1990s, and hence had access to government schools, 

especially at the primary level. 71  However, municipal primary schools catering to poor 

settlements within the city lacked adequate facilities and teachers, and were also overcrowded. 

Referring to her study in Delhi’s Ambedkar Nagar in 1994–95, Banerji writes ‘where the 

municipal school system serves large numbers of children from poor families, the schools and 

their teachers are not equipped to cope with children who are first generation learners in their 

families or the children of families which are first generation urban residents . . . The large 

inequalities among schools in terms of teaching-learning conditions are largely ignored.’72 

It is important to bear in mind that publicly provided school facilities were accessible 

to poor rural migrants when they came to Delhi and settled down in bastis across the city. For 

early migrants, the city thus offered opportunities to make a living and hopes for their children’s 

futures. Menon-Sen and Bhan’s interview with Haleema, a former Yamuna Pushta resident, 

reveals what may be one of the common journeys into the city of those seeking a way out of 

poverty in their villages of origin.73 Haleema and her husband were ‘on the verge of starvation’ 

when they came to Delhi from Bhagalpur twenty-five years prior to the demolition of her home 

in Pushta in 2004. They could not afford to educate their children and sent only their elder son 

to school ‘for a few years’. Over the years, she and her family built their lives in Pushta and 

her granddaughter was enrolled in school.74 My own interviews with families in Bawana below 

also show that even for parents who were non-literate or had only a few years of primary 

schooling, sending their children to schools close to their bastis had become a priority.  

Older resettlements falling into the category of planned settlements are likely to have 

access to government schooling, including at the secondary level. There are few studies of such 

                                                            
70 Ibid, 330. 
71 It was only following a court order in 2002 that primary schools became feeder schools to secondary 
institutions in their neighbourhood—though the latter were far fewer in number and located mainly in planned 
areas of the city.The Delhi High Court order 2002 (CWP 4400/1997) is referred to by Nalini Juneja, “Education 
in Urban Areas”, 33.  
72 Rukmini Banerji, “Poverty and Primary Schooling: Field Studies from Mumbai and Delhi,” Economic & 
Political Weekly 35 (10) (2000): 801. 
73 Menon-Sen & Bhan, “Swept off the Map”. 
74 Ibid: 14-15. 
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colonies; however, in 2005, Tooley and Dixon pointed to the spread of private, unaided, 

unrecognized (PUU) schools in these settlements in response to parental aspirations for 

English-medium education and the poor quality of government schooling.75 On the other hand, 

Menon’s study in Shakarpur Basti, an early resettlement colony, suggests that the shift from 

government to private schools by poor migrant families is a complex process and likely to 

happen over generations.76  

Shakarpur Basti was established in 1976 after the demolition of bastis that year. The 

residents were Dalit migrants from Tamil Nadu who came to Delhi in the 1960s and 1970s and 

achieved a degree of economic stability over two generations. Some had entered lower-level 

government services as well. Menon shows that the second generation of parents had attended 

government schools in the neighbourhood, but by the 1990s began to send their children (the 

third generation in the city) to one of the branches of a hitherto reputable state-aided private 

school called Sangam School. Parents were able to access the school because they belonged to 

a linguistic minority catered to by the institution. It is significant that the arrival of larger 

numbers of poorer students at Sangam School resulted in a ‘rich flight’ of privileged (higher 

caste and middle-class) parents to the ‘several new private schools’ that had emerged in the 

city during this period and were ‘tailored for various professional salaries’. In the process, 

Sangam School came to be identified as a ‘colony school’ (accessed by Dalit children from a 

JJ resettlement colony).77  

By the 1990s, and especially post 2000, a rapidly expanding market for private schools 

was visible in Delhi. The more vocal sections of the spatially privileged middle classes had 

already abandoned government schools in favour of English-medium private education. The 

demand for English-medium education grew among lower-income groups as well, leading to 

the spread of increasingly differentiated markets in schooling and related services, such as 

tutoring and English speaking courses, in terms of costs, facilities offered, and the social 

composition of students, among other characteristics. These were new markets for English-

medium education that included elite international schools at the higher end and low-cost, 

unregulated schools at the lower end. The latter targeted lower income families.78 In the next 

                                                            
75 James Tooley & Pauline Dixon, “Private Schools Serving the Poor Working Paper: A Study from Delhi, India,” 
Working Paper Centre for Civil Society, 2005: 1-48, https://egwestcentre.files.wordpress.com/2013/04/delhi-
report-tooley-new.pdf.  
76 Radhika Menon, “The Global City, the Local School and the Disadvantage Youth: Segregation as an 
Everyday Experience,” Social Change Vol. 36, Issue 3 (2006): 195-208. 
77 Ibid: 202-207.’Sangam’ is a pseudonym for the private aided school.  
78 Bose et al., “Exit at the Bottom of the Pyramid”.  
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section, I will show how the official classificatory regime of settlements shaped the 

differentiated school markets that emerged and rapidly spread across Delhi. 

New markets for schooling 

Since the late 1990s, and especially after 2000, there has been a rapid expansion of the private 

school sector in Delhi—particularly of low-cost, unregulated schooling.79 Private, unaided, 

unrecognized (PUU) schools are now visible across the national capital, especially in 

unauthorized colonies. As mentioned above, the demand for low-cost private schools is usually 

attributed to aspirations for English-medium education among lower middle-class and 

working-class families, and this may well be the case. However, it is important to keep in mind 

that the unauthorized and unplanned status of colonies removes their entitlement to state 

provided services, and this is likely to have led to the denial of adequate school provision as 

well.  

Sangam Vihar, the UC discussed earlier, had a population of four lakh people by 2001; 

yet there was only one government-run senior secondary school, which was established in the 

colony as late as 1992. The school catered to around 3,000 girls in 2003.80 Fifteen years later, 

in 2018, a report stated that the number of students enrolled in the school had almost doubled, 

but that ‘5,500 girls squeeze into the building’s 66 airless classrooms’ and that ‘the evening 

shift is for the 3,066 boys who stream in once the girls leave’.81 At the primary level, there 

were only seven overcrowded and poorly resourced municipal schools that ran two shifts each.  

Given the evidently inadequate provision of government schools from the early years 

of the colony and the poor conditions in which such schools function, it is not surprising that a 

market for private, unrecognized schools has flourished within the colony. These schools are 

often run in their owners’ private homes or in rooms rented for the purpose. In 2018, there were 

thirty-five private schools in Sangam Vihar, with the majority of them unrecognized, 

unregulated schools providing mainly primary schooling. 82  Most PUU schools were 

                                                            
79 Ibid; Also see, Radhika Menon, “On the Margins of ‘Opportunity’: Urbanization and Education in Delhi’s 
Metropolitan Fringe,” In Second International Handbook of Urban Education. Volume 1, edited by William T. 
Pink & George W. Noblit, 445-467 (Switzerland: Springer International, 2017); Tooley & Dixon, “Private 
Schools Serving the Poor”. 
80 Saurabh Sati, “An Overview of the Education System in Sangam Vihar,” (2003): 3. 
https://ccs.in/internship_papers/2005/14.%20An%20overview%20of%20the%20educational%20system%20in%
20Sangam%20Vihar.pdf. 
81 Gurman Bhatia, “A Tale of Four Schools: How Institutions vary within the Same System,” The Hindustan 
Times, 2018. https://www.hindustantimes.com/class-of-2018/tale-of-three-schools.html. 
82 These were schools that appeared in a Google search for schools in Sangam Vihar in 2018. The actual number 
of unrecognized schools in the colony is likely to be far greater. 
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established after 2000 and claim to be ‘public’, convent, new, international, or modern schools, 

typically having one or more of these words written into their nomenclature.  

A 2011 study of aspirations for private education among low-income families in 

Sangam Vihar pointed to the poor quality of PUU schools, which lacked adequate space, 

infrastructure, and qualified teachers. Parents appeared to be aware of this, and planned to send 

their children to regular government schools outside the colony after primary level.83 Similarly, 

a study of three UCs in Okhla and Badarpur (towards Delhi’s south-eastern border) showed 

parents accessing PUU schools within the colony as they were unwilling to send their young 

children to government schools that were available at a distance.84 They preferred to access 

government schools when children were older and could safely travel the distance of three to 

five kilometres. Significantly, while none of the colonies contained government schools, their 

UC status made it difficult to get recognition for PUU schools—even if school owners were 

willing to pay bribes. One such owner reported that ‘the government authority said that the 

school was located in an unauthorized colony’ and ‘does not meet many requirements such as 

water supply’.85  

The UCs on Delhi’s urbanizing peripheries are also expanding sites for unregulated 

school markets. This can be seen in an area comprising a cluster of UCs toward Delhi’s 

southern fringe that Menon calls ‘Morpur’.86 In 1960, Morpur was a village and the site of a 

government secondary school. As the population grew in the UCs that developed in the area, 

the demand for schooling also rose. No new schools were established in the UCs and capacity 

increases were restricted to what could be achieved by adding buildings and shifts to the 

original village school. The result was overcrowding of students within the government school 

complex and the spread of unrecognized private school markets that were differentiated based 

on parents’ ability to pay. Lower-income and working poor families who wanted private 

education for their children had to either access schools within Morpur or continue with the 

available government schools. Higher-fee schools, which were seen as of better quality, were 

available some distance away if parents could meet the costs, which included transportation. 

Opening low-cost ’English-medium’ primary schools became good business. There was a 

                                                            
83 Rajshree Chanchal, “Private Schooling and Aspirations: A Case Study of Parental Perceptions in a Low-Income 
Settlement in Delhi,” IJESR Vol. 3, Issue 1 (2015): 247-261. 
84 Manjuma Akhtar Mousumi & Tatsuya Kusakabe, “The Dilemmas of School Choice: Do Parents Really 
‘Choose’ Low-Fee Private Schools in Delhi, India?” Compare: A Journal of Comparative and International 
Education (2017): 1-19.  
85 Ibid: 10. 
86 The details on schooling in ‘Morpur’ are from Menon, “On the Margins of ‘Opportunity’”. Morpur is a 
pseudonym. From its description, it appears to be the Molarband area in South-East Delhi. 
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market for private tutoring too.87 What needs to be emphasized is that Morpur had become an 

unauthorized colony and hence was not entitled to basic state-provided services, as mentioned 

earlier. Significantly, however, the state also denied adequate schooling to families residing in 

these colonies.  

Will the regularization of unauthorized colonies increase access to high-quality 

government schooling? It is more likely that the state will continue to neglect the urban margins 

and allow the unfettered spread of educational markets. Hastsal, which I referred to earlier, 

offers an indication of this. In Hastsal—an agglomeration of now-regularized UCs—there were 

reportedly more than 100 private schools in an area of less than seven square kilometres in 

2017.88 Before 1985, there was only one government school in Hastsal village. Families who 

demanded that the government open more schools were told that the state had ‘neither the land 

nor the budget’ to open these schools, given that it ‘was an unauthorized colony’.89 

At the high end of the new private schools are international schools, which appear to 

have become the main institutions to which the elite upper classes and upper middle classes 

send their children. These are patterned on the International Baccalaureate (IB) system that 

offers access to global opportunities in higher education. Dominating the educational landscape 

literally and symbolically, especially outside the centre of Delhi, international schools offer the 

ambience of global schooling to families living in the Millennium City—Gurgaon—where 

many of these schools have been established since 2000. As mentioned, Gurgaon is a business 

and financial centre, and schools have emerged here to cater to professionals (including expats) 

and their families.  

Many international schools are spread over five to ten acres carved out of forest and 

village lands. These sprawling campuses include huge playgrounds, swimming pools, 

impressive buildings, state-of-the-art facilities, and so on. The websites of these schools 

describe their facilities and infrastructure as exclusive and in line with world-class standards 

of education and individual child development. Gurgaon’s international schools are likely to 

be one of the reasons why many upper and middle-class families working for multinational 

companies chose to move to the area. Transport is organized for children from Delhi, and 

schools also offer day boarding (to help parents who work in Gurgaon) and residential facilities. 

                                                            
87 Ibid. 
88 Ritika Chawla, “An Unauthorized West Delhi Colony and its 100 Private Schools,” Outlook India, 24 July 
2017. https://www.outlookindia.com/website/story/an-unauthorised-west-delhi-colony-and-its-100-private-
schools/299727. 
89 Ibid. Chawla notes that as ‘there was no land to work on anymore’, former landowners ‘had to either find 
employment or generate employment for themselves, and opening schools seemed a viable option’. 
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Some international schools have branches in up-market areas of Delhi as well. For instance, 

the K. R. Mangalam School has a branch in Greater Kailash, one of the most expensive colonies 

in Delhi. A profile of a few of the most sought-after international schools in Gurgaon and their 

USPs, as advertised on their websites, is given in Table 2.  

 
Table 2: International Schools in Gurgaon 

Name  Established Space 
(acres) Key Features 

Heritage 
Xperiential 
Learning 
School (HXLS) 

2003 12 

Experiential project based 
pedagogy, fully air-conditioned 
sprawling campus. 

GEMS 
International 
School 

2000 5 
Values driven international 
education, lush green campus 
with modern facilities,  

Pathways 
World School 2010 10  World-class academic and 

sporting structures 
K. R. 
Mangalam 
World School 

2010 5 
Tradition of excellence, 
Eco-friendly green campus, 
pollution-free 

Shiv Nadar 
School 2012 6 Sensitive and child-centric 

environment  

Source: https://gemsinternationalschoolgurgaon.com/index.html; 
https://www.heritagexperiential.org/about-us/school-
profile/https://www.pathways.in/gurgaon/gurgaon_school 
https://krmangalamgurgaon.com/ 
https://shivnadarschool.edu.in/overview 
 

Thus, by the turn of the last century, UCs in Delhi constituted a space where the abrogation of 

the rights of citizens to basic services extended to education as well. The denial by the state of 

good quality education to lower middle-class and poor families in these settlements led to the 

growth of unregulated schools markets that have expanded enormously since then. The quality 

of education available to children in unplanned settlements is abysmal, whether provided by 

government or through PUU schools. The contrast between schooling in these unauthorized 

settlements and that of planned colonies and neo-liberal urban areas (such as Gurgaon) is 

glaring, and raises serious questions about children’s unequal access to dignified living and 

equitable education. 

Demolition, resettlement and the Right to Education 

In 2002, Article 21a was inserted into the Constitution of India to provide free and compulsory 

education as a fundamental right to all children aged 6–14. The Right of Children to Free and 

Compulsory Education Act, 2009 (RtE), was subsequently enacted by the Indian parliament. 

https://krmangalamgurgaon.com/
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The Act, which flows from Article 21a, means that ‘every child has a right to full-time 

elementary education of satisfactory and equitable quality in a formal school which satisfies 

certain essential norms and standards’.90 This right is given to children regardless of spatial 

location. The RtE was the culmination of a long-standing movement, and Delhi was one of the 

main centres of activism. The RtE included a mandatory provision that 25 per cent of seats in 

private schools should be reserved for children from disadvantaged sections of society.91 

However, there was considerable opposition from private school lobbies to this provision; as 

mentioned earlier, many of them had not met an earlier obligation to provide a quota of seats 

to poor children.  

It is paradoxical that the constitutional amendment and the process of drafting the Bill 

to enact the RtE took place at a time when the clamour to remove poor settlements and dismiss 

their inhabitants as ‘encroachers’ was getting louder in the national capital. There is no 

systematic documentation of the educational consequences following the demolition of a large 

number of bastis across Delhi post 2000. A few studies of families who were relocated to 

Bawana and Savda Ghevra colonies showed that the demolition of their former bastis resulted 

in disruption of schooling for the majority of children who had resided there.92 There were a 

number of reasons for this. Most importantly, facilities for schooling were either minimally or 

not available in the early years of resettlement.  

In Bawana, there were ‘no functioning schools inside the colony until March 2005’ (a 

year after the Pushta demolitions) and children were ‘refused admission to the school in 

Bawana village’.93 For the 6,000 families in Savda Ghevra, there were no schools in the colony 

for the first two years after their forced relocation.94 In the absence of accessible schooling 

within the settlement, many families who were in an economically precarious situation were 

forced to discontinue their children’s education or make them take a break from their studies. 

A sharp increase in children being withdrawn from schools, including among those who were 

                                                            
90 Right of Children to Free and Compulsory Education Act, 2009, http://www.mhrd.gov.in/rte. 
91 This relates to admissions in pre-school/class 1. The subcommittee of the Central Advisory Board of 
Education which prepared the draft Bill viewed this provision ‘as a significant prerequisite for creating a 
democratic and egalitarian society,’ see S. Seethalakshmi, “Centre buries Right to Education Bill,” The Times of 
India, 14 July 2006. https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/Centre-buries-Right-to-Education-
Bill/articleshow/1748745.cms?referral=PM. 
92 Menon-Sen & Bhan, “Swept off the Map”; HLRN, “Forced to the Fringes”. Menon-Sen & Bhan note that 
‘Appeals to the MCD and to the authorities to delay the evictions until after the exams, (annual school 
examinations) did not even elicit a reply’; see “Swept off the Map”, 98.  
93 Menon-Sen & Bhan, “Swept off the Map”, 99. 
94 Ursula Rao mentions that local leaders told the chief minister upon her visit to Savda Ghevra in 2008 that they 
would support her party in the forthcoming elections only if the government provided schools within the colony. 
‘Subsequently- after children had already missed two years of schooling - several elementary schools were built,’ 
see Ursula Rao, “Making the Global City: Urban Citizenship at the Margins of Delhi,” Ethnos 75:4 (2010): 422.  
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to complete their schooling in the year of the demolitions, has been reported from both 

settlements.95 Drop-outs and non-enrolments were higher among girls, given parental fears 

about sexual harassment of their daughters owing to the lack of security in the new colonies.96  

The much-publicized policy of including children from economically weaker sections 

in recognized private schools that emanates from RtE (2009) appears meaningless from the 

perspective of the urban poor in general and those whose original settlements were demolished 

in particular. For the evictees, the rights offered under the RtE (2009) to seats in private school 

or even to equitable access to high-quality, state-funded education did not have much meaning, 

as the schools in question were spatially out of reach. Further, there was little concern with the 

fates of the children of a significant number of families whose bastis were demolished, but who 

were not entitled to resettlement because their documents were not in order. The denial of the 

right of education to children living in the resettlement areas and from families who were no 

longer visible was the stark reality of Delhi’s path to ‘world-class’ city status.97 

In 2015, the Aam Admi Party (AAP) swept to power in Delhi. The AAP’s election 

manifesto included promises to the urban poor to give them permanent homes, provide free 

electricity and water, and address issues of public health and education. In fact, ‘Education 

First’ was one of the party’s main slogans in the run-up to the elections. After five years in 

power, the AAP’s achievements in education included the construction of new schools, the 

provision of better infrastructure and facilities, and a special focus on teacher training and 

pedagogy, resulting in improvements to the quality of publicly funded schooling.98 The high 

percentage pass rates in the class XII Board examinations were heralded as reflecting the 

success of the government’s efforts in education.  

There have been accolades for the AAP’s work in increasing education budgets and 

refurbishing schools, and for its success rates in the Board examinations. However, there has 

also been criticism regarding changes to curricula and pedagogic practices. For instance, the 

Chunauti scheme (which streams children by ability within grades), restrictions and 

                                                            
95 In their study carried out in Bawana colony in late 2005, Menon-Sen & Bhan found that 40 per cent of 
children of school-going age were not enrolled in schools in the year after evictions. The majority of ‘out-of-
school’ children in Bawana had attended school in the Pushta. See Menon-Sen & Bhan, “Swept Off the Map”, 
97-98. 
96 Menon-Sen observes that fear of sexual harassment and reports of the kidnapping and rape of young girls 
made parents who had wanted their daughters to complete secondary education in the Pushta unwilling to do so 
in Bawana. In fact, there were ‘a rash of hurried marriages of younger girls who had every expectation of 
continuing their education if they had stayed on in the Pushta’. For more, see Kalyani-Menon Sen, “Better to 
have Died than to Live like This”, 1973. 
97 I refer here to children from the many families who lacked the necessary documents and hence were not 
entitled to resettlement.  
98 Manish Sisodia, Shiksha. My Experiments as an Education Minister (Gurgaon: Penguin Books, 2019). 
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simplifications of the curriculum, and the alleged practice of failing children or holding them 

back in class IX to improve pass rates in the class XIII Board examinations have raised 

concerns that cannot be brushed aside. 99  The AAP’s policies are leading to the further 

stratification of the publicly funded sector, with a few government schools repackaged and 

branded as ‘Model Schools’ and English-medium ‘Schools of Excellence’. Although concerns 

have been raised, there is as yet no systematic research on education under the AAP’s regime, 

especially where the poor are concerned. In the next section, I will present some of the findings 

of the exploratory study I conducted with families and young people in the Bawana 

Resettlement Colony to understand their perspectives on education from the margins of the 

city.  

Negotiating education: Perspectives from the margins  

In late 2019, I carried out interviews with a cross-section of families from Yamuna Pushta who 

are now living in the Bawana JJ Resettlement Colony in order to understand the trajectories of 

their children’s schooling. I wanted to see how educational journeys were shaped by the 

aspirations and strategies of families and young people themselves, given the marginal urban 

space that they had been relegated to around fifteen years earlier. Keeping in mind the dominant 

narrative of disruption in schooling as a result of the demolition of bastis and the relocation of 

their residents, I specifically interviewed families with daughters and sons, some of whom had 

completed or were continuing their secondary or higher secondary education, and some of 

whom were engaged in further studies. It was also five years since the AAP had come to power 

in Delhi. As mentioned, the party and state government had prioritized education for the 

common people. I wanted to briefly explore how the efforts of the government in relation to 

publicly funded schooling had influenced educational journeys in the colony. 

All the parents I spoke to recalled the ‘jungle’-like stark and unknown place that they 

were ‘dumped in’, and how they were expected to carry on with their lives without the most 

basic of facilities or opportunities for stable livelihoods. The years that followed saw them 

develop the site, transforming Bawana into a bustling space with rows of houses on small plots 

of land that had been leased from the government. There is now some transport, though 

                                                            
99 See Praja Foundation, “State of Public (School) Education in Delhi,” 2019. 
https://www.praja.org/praja_docs/praja_downloads/State%20of%20Public%20(School)%20Education%20Marc
h%202019.pdf; See also Autar Nehru, ‘Truth VS Hype: School Success Story of AAP-Led Delhi Government’, 
Curriculum. The Indian Landscape Update, 3 Jan, 2020 http://www.curriculum-magazine.com/truth-vs-hype-
school-education-success-story-of-aap-led-delhi-govt/. 
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infrequent, to and from the colony. While they are yet to obtain permanent titles to their plots, 

parents reported that the AAP had kept its promise of free electricity and water. Though 

facilities are far from adequate, Bawana colony is no longer the ‘banjar’ or barren land that had 

confronted the families when they first arrived.  

The economic condition of families is relatively better today than in the early years of 

the colony; however, stable incomes are still a major concern. The industrial estate in the 

vicinity offers low-paid, insecure work involving long hours. Even this work is inadequate, and 

there are rumors of closures of some industrial units. Some of the fathers I interviewed were 

auto-rickshaw drivers while others ran small push-cart businesses; some of the women went to 

Bawana village to work as domestic help; and many families took on piecework on contract to 

try and make ends meet. Only a tiny minority appeared to be on regular salaries, one avenue 

for this being working with the NGOs in the colony.  

In the early years, families struggled to keep some of their children in school and many 

failed to do so. For instance, Anjali (a single mother for all practical purposes) faced severe 

hardship as she sought to find work in the industrial complex and simultaneously get her 

children enrolled in middle and primary school. School admissions were difficult, as discussed 

by Menon-Sen and Bhan.100 The primary school in the colony was overcrowded, and Anjali 

also lacked the documents required for admission to a government school. She managed to 

clear several administrative hurdles so that at least one of her sons could be enrolled in the 

middle school in Bawana village, but admission was refused. Given the economic distress she 

was suffering, Anjali gave up and sent her children to work. This was the case with many 

relocated families. As parents had lost their livelihoods and were struggling to survive, many 

elder male children entered work while daughters looked after the household, which was also 

a priority.  

Schooling in the settlement was visibly inadequate in the early years and there were 

rumours of child abductions and rapes of girls. This made some parents hesitate to enroll their 

children in the colony school. For instance, Sabina said that she initially sent her children to a 

local NGO, where they were engaged in academic and recreational activities. Subsequently, 

the NGO helped her children gain admission to a new government school that was established 

in the colony. Hence, after a break of two years, her children were able to continue their 

education.  

                                                            
100 Menon-Sen & Bhan, “Swept off the Map”. 
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Avoiding discontinuity in studies following the demolition required quick thinking and 

foresight on the part of parents while they were still in the Pushta. Nazneen was one of the few 

who, alerted to the possibility of displacement and relocation to Bawana, got her older son to 

‘write’ her younger son’s name in the sole primary school in the colony. Her son was 

subsequently admitted to the school and was able to continue his education without a break. 

Some parents mentioned that they left their son or daughter with a relative near the Pushta so 

that they could complete the academic year and take their examinations. Neelam stayed on for 

a few years, taking up residence with a relative near her former school, and completed her 

examinations with great difficulty before coming to Bawana.  

Resettlements are officially called JJ (jhuggi-jhompri) colonies, despite the fact that 

these are planned spaces. In common perception, jhuggis are associated with slums and notions 

of illegality and nuisance. Hence, the ‘JJ’ in the colony’s name is likely to give the resettlement 

and those who inhabit it a ‘spoiled’ identity.101 It is therefore unsurprising that Bawana JJ 

Colony soon became a stigmatized space—one seen as occupied by ‘jhuggi-jhompri families’. 

In its early years, the few children who gained admission to the Bawana government school 

found themselves subject to derogatory comments and discriminatory practices. They 

‘routinely face humiliation, abuse and ill-treatment’ from students and teachers of the Jat and 

Gujjar communities, which were socially dominant in the village and the school.102 Students 

said they were targeted because of their spatial location as ‘jhuggi-jhompri ke bache’ (slum 

children), as well as their poverty and their social identity as Dalits and Muslims.103  

In 2019, almost fifteen years later, Bawana settlement is still called a ‘JJ colony’ and 

continues to be a stigmatized space. This despite the fact that the residents are legal lessees of 

their small plots and the colony is now relatively developed, with far more facilities than in its 

early years. Some students said they were still subjected to discrimination in the Bawana village 

schools when it became known that they lived in a ‘JJ’ colony. Laali, who had just completed 

her secondary education at the Bawana government school, recalled that their residence in a 

‘jhuggi-jhompri colony’ (the stress being on the first two words) was brought home to students 

on several occasions by teachers and peers. She felt that parents were not given adequate 

respect when they came to school meetings, primarily because they resided in what was 

understood to be a colony of jhuggi-jhompris that was generally seen as a space of filth, crime, 

and drugs.  

                                                            
101 Goffman, “Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity”. 
102 Menon-Sen, “Better to Have Died than to Live like This”, 1972. 
103 Ibid. 
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The quality of schools, infrastructure, and facilities was poor in the early years 

following resettlement. Even in 2019, the MCD primary schools remained overcrowded and 

lacked facilities and teachers. Parents also reported that teachers were lax in their duties. 

However, residents were unanimous that post-2015 infrastructure and teaching has improved 

considerably in the secondary and senior secondary schools in the colony, which are run by the 

Delhi government. For younger children, the availability of post-primary schooling within the 

settlement and improvements to the quality of education facilitated transitions to secondary 

school. There were still challenges, in that the number of schools was inadequate and the 

science stream was not offered in class XI.104 There was also passing reference to the negative 

implications of the more recent streaming of students by ability in government schools under 

the AAP’s Chunauti initiative. Some students said that their friends in the ‘nishta’ (‘lower 

ability’) group were unhappy and demotivated by the way teachers and peers viewed them as 

‘unintelligent’. The implications of classroom reorganization (streaming) and the new 

pedagogic strategies initiated by the AAP government need research attention.  

Economic resources were still a constraint and many families such as Laali’s had to 

struggle to ensure that at least one child completed secondary or senior secondary education. 

This was a significant achievement that required not only the availability of a school facility 

within a reasonable distance, but was also dependent on the support of the family, which had 

to set aside scarce resources for the purpose. While Laali’s elder sister was married at a young 

age, her mother was firm that Laali would complete class X before getting married. Laali 

herself had aspirations for higher education, but her family circumstances did not permit further 

studies. She acknowledges the strong support from her mother and the encouragement of a 

teacher that helped her complete class X at Bawana secondary school. 

The Bawana colony school showed good results in the senior secondary Board 

examination. I was told that in the boys’ school over 90 per cent of students had passed the 

examination.105 In group discussions with young people, many said that their families could 

not afford to let them complete secondary school and hence they opted for the ‘open’ route to 

complete their education. They did so through the Patrachar Vidyalaya, which allowed them to 

continue their studies and take examinations via distance learning. Thus, students aspired to 

complete their school education even when regular schooling had been discontinued or was 

                                                            
104 The president of the Bawana Sangharsh Samiti, an organization formed in the settlement, said that the Samiti 
has been fighting for more schools and better educational facilities in the colony. 
105 Were students failed or kept back in class IX to ensure these excellent results? I did not explore this; 
however, if this is the price of high school success rates in examinations, it raises serious concerns.  
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impossible. However, given the many constraints and challenges of distance learning, it is 

unclear whether those who left mainstream schooling will be able to complete their education 

and how many of them will go on to further studies.  

Higher education transitions 

Transitions to higher education were far more difficult, and only a negligible proportion of 

young people in the relevant age group reported that they intended to engage in further study. 

It must be remembered that parents in the colony have little or no formal schooling, so children 

who complete even secondary education are the first generation and usually the only one of 

their siblings to do so. Former students I interviewed said that lack of economic resources was 

the major constraint in accessing higher education, since it involved considerable expense, 

including transportation to colleges that were located a considerable distance away. However, 

they admitted that they had also not attained high enough marks to gain admission to regular 

colleges in Delhi. While government schooling had improved, all of them emphasized that it 

had to be of far higher quality if students were to compete for higher education admissions and 

continue their studies. 

The fortuitous location of a women’s college, Aditi Mahavidyalaya (affiliated to 

University of Delhi), in Bawana village provided a unique opportunity for some girls to enroll 

for regular higher education. That the college was for women only and located close to the 

colony enabled families to take a major decision in favour of sending a daughter for higher 

education. Some of the women I spoke to were the first from their Muslim and Dalit 

communities to go to college. In group discussions conducted with these students, I learnt that 

without their mothers’ firm support, it was unlikely that the extended family would have agreed 

to their going to college. It was also important that in each of the college-going women’s 

families, there was an elder brother in employment who encouraged his younger sister to 

complete her graduation. The trajectories of these young women students indicate that their 

journeys were relatively unique. Most of their peers (male and female) had left after class X or 

XII, and many of the girls had got married. Given the college’s location near the colony, family 

support—especially from students’ mothers—was crucial in seeing them through to college. 

Their own agency was also particularly striking.  

Improvements to schooling quality and support from teachers were also underscored as 

important in transitions to higher education. Lack of adequate economic resources in the family 

as well as the absence of the necessary cultural capital (especially inadequate teaching of 

English at school) were also viewed as constraints to participation and performance in college. 
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Many of those who were unable to access regular college enrolled in correspondence courses 

(referred to as ‘open’ courses) in hope of obtaining a graduate degree. However, Deepti felt 

that the ‘open’ route to higher education lacked the ‘mahaul’ (academic environment) and face-

to-face interaction of the regular college, resulting in a tendency for students to lag behind.  

Social work at the Indira Gandhi National Open University was one of the most popular 

correspondence courses, partly because NGOs offered some opportunities for employment in 

the colony. 106 When asked, young people were unsure of what else they could do for a living. 

Nor were there many examples of people from the colony who had got good jobs. Options 

considered included teaching and joining the police force, but students did not know how to 

access these careers. Those who had not completed school or had just about completed class 

XII had few options beyond low-paid work in the vicinity.  

Parents I spoke with were worried about the uncertain futures their children faced in 

the colony (which was not Delhi from their perspective), compared with the promise that the 

Pushta (in their view the city) had held in terms of education and access to better occupations. 

They lamented that ‘when our jhuggis were lost, everything was lost’. Yet as I have shown, 

families rebuilt their lives in extremely difficult conditions, accessing whatever opportunities 

were available. It is also evident that the state has largely failed to treat the colony residents as 

citizens of Delhi. Although some attempts have been made in the last few years to improve 

schools and provide a few services, such efforts are far from adequate. 

What is striking is that the aspirational city, with its more powerful and vocal social 

classes, and a complicit state have destroyed the futures of large sections of the poor, who 

originally arrived in Delhi as impoverished migrants and just managed to stabilize their lives 

over two or three generations. One can only hope that families who have begun to rebuild their 

lives after the dislocation of the demolitions will not have to face further upheavals because of 

the Covid-19 pandemic, which has been particularly devastating for the urban poor.107 Here, 

the role of the state in ensuring children’s rights to an equitable education, opportunities for 

further study, and stable livelihoods must be underscored. 

                                                            
106 The Indira Gandhi National Open University in New Delhi provides opportunities for higher education via 
distance learning.  
107 The interviews were carried out between October and December 2019, a few months before the Covid-19 
pandemic and subsequent lockdown in India. 
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Conclusion 

The discussion above has highlighted urban transformations in Delhi as it achieved ‘megacity’ 

status and subsequently attempted to become ‘world-class’. I have shown that the spatial 

inequalities following from the official classification of urban settlements that marked the 

city’s journey over the decades post independence have had a deep impact on the education of 

its children. Socially dominant classes who are also spatially privileged residents of planned 

colonies have had access from an early stage to exclusive government-run public schools and 

elite private schools for their children. International schools are integral to the neo-liberal urban 

and open up global pathways to their students. State policies have led to the growing 

stratification of the publicly funded school system, while selective institutions such as RPVVs 

have catered mainly to middle and lower middle-class families that reside in planned areas of 

the city.  

Lower-income and poor parents’ aspirations to provide their children with a high-

quality education have been largely thwarted, and many have been left with little choice but to 

educate their children at lower-end government-run primary schools, many of which function 

under abysmal conditions. I have argued that markets for private unregulated schooling have 

expanded rapidly primarily because the exclusionary implications of state policy have led to 

differentiated citizenship rights based on location. This has led to the denial of adequate 

government schooling to unauthorized or unplanned colonies. In these settlements, parental 

aspirations for their children’s education have led to differentiated school markets based on 

their ability to pay.  

Since the Covid-19 pandemic, it is reported that many of the low-cost, ‘budget’ private 

schools across Delhi (especially in UCs) have closed down as low-income households are not 

in a position to pay fees and the owners are unable to pay teachers their salaries. This points to 

the unsustainable nature of low-end school markets and their detrimental consequences for 

children’s futures.108  

For the most marginal groups, a lack of spatial and social justice was evident in bastis 

within the city even before neo-liberal restructuring post 2000. What is important in their 

subsequent relegation to the urban margins is that the construction of stigmatizing discourses 

                                                            
108 See Manoj Sharma, “It’s a battle of survival for Delhi’s budget schools,” The Hindustan Times, 4 October 
2020, https://www.hindustantimes.com/delhi-news/it-s-a-battle-for-survival-for-delhi-s-budget-schools/story-
4BXJ1hjntiagxKEROBPNsJ.htmlSharma; Soniya Agarwal & Kritika Sharma, “Budget private schools fear 
closure, pay teachers in rations as funds dry up amid pandemic,” The Print, 30 October 2020. 
https://theprint.in/india/education/budget-private-schools-fear-closure-pay-teachers-in-rations-as-funds-dry-up-
amid-pandemic/481997/.  

https://www.hindustantimes.com/delhi-news/it-s-a-battle-for-survival-for-delhi-s-budget-schools/story-4BXJ1hjntiagxKEROBPNsJ.htmlSharma
https://www.hindustantimes.com/delhi-news/it-s-a-battle-for-survival-for-delhi-s-budget-schools/story-4BXJ1hjntiagxKEROBPNsJ.htmlSharma
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around illegal jhuggi-jhompris and the populations inhabiting them has been important in 

normalizing the denial of citizenship to those disadvantaged sections of society who built the 

city and serve its more vocal and privileged classes. As shown, they came to be viewed 

increasingly as illegal residents and encroachers rather than citizens. For the poor, spatial 

injustice has compounded social inequalities and led to the abrogation of their children’s right 

to education. This is a violation of children’s constitutional right to equitable education 

regardless of location.  

This paper has drawn attention to the complexity of changing city spaces and their 

implications for education. My work has been more in the nature of an exploratory enquiry and 

calls for a focused study of both Delhi and other urban contexts in India. Given the urgency 

posed by the pandemic and its reverberations across the urban, it is critical that scholars across 

disciplines come together to build conversations and engage in research that foregrounds 

intersections between spatial, social, and educational inequalities. Soja’s call for a ‘critical 

spatial perspective’109 is important as we engage with the changing city and envision new 

imaginaries and solidarities around the urban. In this, the equitable right of children to the city 

and its socially valued resources—especially education—must be kept in mind. 

  

                                                            
109 E.W. Soja, “Seeking Spatial Justice”. 
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